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Background 
Korean American immigrants have become one of the largest Asian American ethnic 
group in the United States, and Christianity have been preserving their ethnic identities. 
However, little is known if church commitment is associated with developing emotional 
well-being and work capacity. The study aims to understand the attachment to church 
and its effect on level of emotional well-being and work (or school) performance among 
South Korean young adult immigrants who have a strong faith in Christianity. 
Methods 
A sequential, mixed-methods study examined two dimensions of church attachment, 
level of religious belief and involvement in church activities. A total of 23 participants 
was initially recruited through purposive and snowball sampling, and then 22 of them 
were divided into two high-belief groups—high-active church members and low-active 
church members – for further analysis. A screening questionnaire, a quantitative 
component, was used to exclude a low-level believer. Consecutively, an in-depth 
interview, a qualitative component, was conducted to further investigate the emotional 
well-being and work (or school) performance. 
Results 
Although a small sample was collected, it generated initial insights into the effects of 
time commitment for church among immigrants. Regardless of leadership roles and level 
of activity at church, strong beliefs appeared to improve emotional well-being and 
support motivation to improve the performance of major activity of daily living. 
Conclusions 
The major significance was to support further research on religious belief and practice 
and its potential association with emotional well-being and social adjustment for 
Koreans, as well as other immigrants. The study applied a culturally specific lens to focus 
on a particular minority immigrant population. 
Since the passage of the Immigration Reform Act in 1965, 
Korean American immigrants have become the fifth-largest 
Asian American ethnic group in the U.S., totaling 1,706,822 
in 2012.1–3 Among international students in the U.S., the 
South Korean student group is the third largest, with over 
63,000 students, or 6.5 percent of total foreign student en-
rollment in 2016.4 Reports show that these immigrants of-
ten suffer from acculturative stress due to cultural gaps be-
tween South Korea (hereafter, Korea) and the U.S.5 Further-
more, this acculturative stress is a strong predictor of men-
tal-health symptoms. To overcome the difficulties of living 
in a foreign country, Korean immigrants and internation-
al students tend to establish strong social bonds with each 
other by attending Korean church services and activities. 
Cadge and Ecklund (2007) stated that “religious identities 
become more salient for immigrants in the United States 
than in their nations of origin because of the role religions 
have in preserving ethnic identities.”6 In addition, ethnic 
church can help immigrants establish a sense of belong-
ing, identity, value, and community in the new environ-
ment.7 Korean Protestant churches have been creating and 
preserving Korean spaces in major U.S. cities for Korean im-
migrants to provide a cultural, religious, and ethnic sense 
of home.8,9 Furthermore, Korean Protestant churches bring 
individuals together, help immigrants maintain their cul-
tural traditions, provide social services, and satisfy the 
needs for social status, prestige, and recognition within the 
immigrant community.10 Although it has been reported 
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that daily spiritual experiences and social support are in-
versely associated with depression among elderly Korean 
immigrants,2,11 only a few papers touched upon whether 
this association also holds among Korean young adults in 
the U.S.12 In general, “religious/spiritual beliefs and prac-
tices” are associated with improving both mental and phys-
ical health.13,14 However, Korean church members have 
been forced by pastors to focus on evangelism and training, 
rather than the spiritual growth and disciple-making,15 and 
still little is known whether church commitment is linked to 
the development of emotional well-being and work capaci-
ty. 
STUDY OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
The purpose of this research was to conduct a sequential, 
mixed methods study that included a screening question-
naire for assessing level of religious belief and involvement 
in church activities (quantitative) followed by in-depth 
qualitative interviews about the relationship between 
church attachment and emotional well-being as well as 
work performance (qualitative), in order to obtain prelim-
inary findings and generate insights regarding future re-
search. The research was guided by two key research ques-
tions: 1) Do young Korean immigrants with a high level of 
religious belief (but low involvement in church activities) 
have a similar level of emotional well-being and work per-
formance compared to individuals who are actively involved 
in church activities? and 2) What factors could link a per-
son’s level of participation in church activities to emotional 
well-being as well as work (or school) performance? Schutte 
et al.16 defined individuals’ emotional well-being with two 
important aspects: positive mood and high self-esteem. 
Positive mood, supporting approach behavior, is from feel-
ings of enthusiasm and alertness.17–19 In addition, the level 
of self-esteem, perception of value or self-worth, is from the 
outcome of self-evaluation.20–23 The definition of emotion-
al well-being in our context is “the state of healthy cop-
ing, feeling happy, and a high level of work (or school) per-
formance.” A suggestive relationship between religion and 
emotional well-being is demonstrated in Figure 1. 
METHODS 
STUDY DESIGN 
Strong believers normally choose to express their belief and 
reliance upon God between two different ways: 1) voluntar-
ily devoting themselves to the mission and ministry of the 
church as a church leader, or 2) carrying out their Christian 
ministry at workplace or school, rather than at church. A ra-
tionale for this study was only to include strong believers as 
a study participant to understand whether the intense in-
volvement in church activities would actually help them to 
improve emotional well-being and work (or school) perfor-
mance outside the church, by comparing those two different 
perspectives of strong believers. 
Although the study was based on small sample that may 
not be generalizable, this preliminary approach enables us 
to get initial insights into association between the level 
of church involvement and emotional well-being/ work (or 
school) performance among high-level believers in Jesus 
Figure 1. Suggestive relationship between religion and 
emotional well-being 
Christ. To gain preliminary insights—personal background, 
contexts of involvement in the church, or other factors that 
might have affected individuals’ beliefs in God and partic-
ipation in church activities—with respect to these research 
questions, we conducted a sequential, mixed methods study 
in which a primarily phenomenological qualitative study 
was supplemented by quantitative screening questionnaire 
results for identifying subgroups, validation and triangula-
tion (Online Supplementary Document). 
INCLUSION AND EXCLUSION CRITERIA 
Basic inclusion criteria for eligibility are listed in Table 1. 
Tables 2-1, Table 2-2 and Table 2-3 summarize participant 
subgroups and the criteria for each of their memberships 
(with inclusion and exclusion criteria). Only high-level be-
lievers from Group 1 and Group 2 were included for the 
analysis because we wanted to see whether the level of 
church involvement has a strong influence on emotional 
well-being and work (or school) performance among high-
level believers. 
In the context of this study, the term “young adult” as 
applied to respondents has an important cultural connota-
tion which is not just age-based. “Young adults” refers to 
those who are unmarried or single, including those who are 
divorced or widowed. There was one exception among them 
in terms of category of young adult; one married participant 
was still included because this person got married just be-
fore the date of interview appointment. The age range of 
participants was 24 and older, with no maximum age as long 
as they were not yet married. The minimum age was set 
based on the expectation that most participants had grad-
uated from college, though graduation and a degree were 
not required. In addition, for this study the term immigrant 
refers to both the “1.5 generation” who are foreign-born 
and immigrated to the U.S. when they were young as well as 
second generation individuals who are U.S.-born and have 
foreign-born parents. 
RECRUITMENT PROCESS 
Data were collected from a purposive sample of a total of 
23 Korean young adult immigrants to investigate their lived 
experiences with respect to church involvement, belief in 
God, emotional well-being and work (or school) perfor-
mance. The sample was entirely from a large Korean Protes-
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Table 1. Common inclusion criteria for all study participants 
Inclusion criteria Description 
Ethnicity South Korean 
Legal status in 
the U.S. 
Criteria include U.S. citizen, permanent resident, working visa holder, or international student (foreign-born or 
U.S.-born) 
Age 24 and older, with no maximum age as long as they are unmarried 
Marital status 
In principle, participants are an unmarried single, a divorced or widowed person, to officially belong to the 
young adult group. However, one participant who just got married and left the group recently during the 
interview process was also included in the study because this person was still assumed to share characteristics 
of the young adult group. 
Church K church in Virginia 
Membership 
status at church 
A regular member who officially completed the Bible study training for newcomers 
Church service Used to attend or attends worship for the young group on Sundays 
Table 2-1. Participant Subgroups 
Group 1: 
High - active member 
(12 participants) 
Participants #2, #3, #5, #9, #10, #11, #12, #13, #14, #15, #16, #20: Strong believers who are high 
participants and typically in leadership positions at K church. They demonstrate their strength of 
belief by spending a great deal of time in church activities every week. 
Group 2: 
Inactive / low - active member 
(10 participants) 
Participants #1, #4, #6, #7, #8, #17, #18, #19, #21, #22: Strong believers who are not high 
participants and are not in leadership roles at K church. They focus more on their livelihood than 
on church activities but still maintain a high level of belief in God. 
Group 3: 
Low - level believer 
(1 participant) 
Participant #23: A low-level believer who attends church for many other reasons, such as hanging 
out, killing time, refreshing himself, seeking a future spouse, and avoiding loneliness. 
tant church in Virginia that will hereinafter be referred to as 
“K church.” Regarding the researcher-participant relation-
ship, the lead author, who conducted the interviews, was 
a member of this church and already familiar with most of 
participants. The lead author’s same cultural background 
as a 1.5 generation Korean facilitated the process of data 
collection and analysis. However, the potential for bias is 
acknowledged, and this was addressed through the use of 
structured qualitative interview and screening question-
naire applied to all respondents. 
After obtaining Institutional Review Board (IRB) ap-
proval from the George Washington University, the lead au-
thor approached potential young adult participants in-per-
son at K church on Sundays to disseminate study infor-
mation and determine willingness to participate in the re-
search study. In addition to the in-person recruiting, re-
cruiting occurred via KakaoTalk [Kakao Corp, South Korea], 
the most widely used mobile instant messaging application 
among Koreans. Those who expressed a willingness to par-
ticipate were then sent a brief explanation of the research 
and interview dates through KakaoTalk. Note that during 
the study, KakaoTalk was used only for making announce-
ments and communication, not to gather any participants’ 
personal data other than contact information. The partici-
pants’ contact data were then retained in the lead author’s 
KakaoTalk account for the duration of the study. 
SETTING – INTERVIEW LOCATION 
A permission letter from K church was also obtained to use 
its facility for interviews. Although participants who cur-
rently attend or occasionally attend K church were recruit-
ed, this did not mean that the interviews needed to be con-
ducted at the church. Participants were given a list of possi-
ble interview sites, and they were free to choose where they 
wanted to meet, such as on the premises of the church (7/
23, 30%) or in a café (7/23, 30%), a restaurant (4/23, 17%), 
a participant’s home (2/23, 9%), a school conference room 
(1/23, 4%), a school classroom (1/23, 4%), or a library (1/23, 
4%). An in-person, one-on-one interview method was cho-
sen for this study because it would maximize rapport and 
facilitate extended conversation if needed. 
ETHICS CONSIDERATIONS 
To assure privacy and confidentiality, the interviews were 
conducted in different locations where each participant felt 
comfortable speaking freely. The process began by reading 
out a verbal script of an informed consent form to partici-
pants to obtain their verbal consent. Participants were pro-
vided study information and resources to contact should 
they experience any difficulties resulting from participa-
tion. The risk of such difficulties, however, was considered 
to be very low since few questions were asked about the 
specifics of any emotional well-being issues. 
All data were reported anonymously and kept confiden-
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Table 2-2. Inclusion criteria for selecting participants for each group 
Inclusion criteria Group 1 : High - active member Group 2 : Inactive / low - active member Group 3 : Low - level believer 
Duration of 
membership 
A member of K church for at 
least one year 
A member of K church for at least six 
months 
Same as Group 2 
Leadership 
An active member who is 
most likely in a leadership 
position 
A member who has no leadership role 
Time and 
dedication 
A member who attends Friday 
and Sunday sermons every 
week and organizes or 
participates in church events 
and gatherings 
A member who used to attend or 
occasionally attends K church because 
of a time conflict on Sundays 








A member who has a high 
level of religiosity and 
demonstrates a dedication to 
his or her duties as a leader 
A member who maintains a high level 
of belief even if his or her physical 
presence in church is infrequent 
A member i) who did not 
answer “strongly agree” or 
“agree” for the question “Do 
you believe in the existence 
of God?” and ii) who did not 
answer “strongly agree” or 
“agree” for the question “Do 
you believe Jesus died on 
the cross for man’s sin and 
rose from the dead three 




outside of the 
church 
A member who does not 
necessarily consider their 
work performance outside of 
the church as a top priority 
A member who demonstrates more 
dedication to his or her responsibility 
at the workplace than at church, while 
living with and maintaining a strong 
belief in God 
A member who 
demonstrates more 
dedication to his or her 
responsibility at the 
workplace than at church, 
and has weak belief in God 
*Note: In the time and dedication section, Sunday is considered to be the most important day for Christians to attend church mandatorily. For high-active member at K church, it is 
mandatory to attend church on Fridays as well. 
Table 2-3. Exclusion criteria for selecting participants for each group 
Exclusion criteria Description 
Ethnicity Not South Korean 
Legal status in the U.S. Illegal status 
Age Under 24 years 
Duration of attending K church 
For Group 1: Have attended K church for less than one year 
For Group 2: Have attended K church for less than six months 
For Group 3: Same as Group 2 
tial. All transcripts included only a number with no per-
sonal identifiers. Individual data in the screening question-
naire were used only for eligibility and group selection, and 
as such were not connected to transcripts by any identifier. 
They were also maintained separately. Additionally, the au-
dio transcripts were saved in password-protected word files 
and analytic software. Neither the screening questionnaire, 
audio interviews, nor transcripts included personal identi-
fiers. These materials were labeled only with a sequential 
interview number (e.g. interview 1), and applied lock 
screens and a smartphone password to enhance data secu-
rity. 
SCREENING QUESTIONNAIRE (QUANTITATIVE) 
Aligning with the goal of this study, the purpose of the 
screening questionnaire before conducting an interview 
were to confirm whether purposive and snowball sampling 
was collected correctly, by excluding low-level believers 
(Group 3) and then dividing participants into two different 
high-belief groups: high-active members (Group 1) and in-
active/low-active members (Group 2) based on their an-
swers for screening questionnaire (Online Supplementary 
Document). 
The theoretical maximum scores of each Likert-type 
scale for the measurement constructs were indicated in 
Table 3. Using Likert scales, higher scores indicated greater 
strength in these categories. To measure belief, participants 
The effects of spiritual experience and church commitment among South Korean young adult immigrants in the United States:...
Journal of Global Health Reports 4
Table 3. Religious strength 
Measurement constructs 
Overall average scores 
(n= 22) 
Group 1 average scores 
(n= 12) 
Group 2 average scores 
(n= 10) 
Belief (max: 20) 16.9 17.9 15.6 
Practice (max: 57) 36.0 43.1 27.5 
Nine fruits of the Spirit (max: 45) 31.4 31.3 31.5 
Happiness (max: 174) 121.9 126.5 116.3 
were asked about adherence to key Protestant Christian be-
liefs that would be expected of a person of high belief (max-
imum score: 20): 1) the existence of God; 2) the resurrection 
of Christ; 3) the importance of the Protestant denomina-
tion; and 4) self-evaluation of strength of devotion. To mea-
sure practice, participants were asked about 1) the impor-
tance of church attendance on Sundays; 2) frequency of 
studying the Bible and meditating; 3) frequency of praying 
for others; 4) making offerings; 5) giving money to a reli-
gious charity; 6) doing favors for others; 7) leadership ex-
perience at K church in the past or present; 8) the number 
of hours they engaged in church activities per week; and 
9) the number of hours they engaged in church-related ac-
tivities per week (maximum score: 57). The nine fruits of 
the Spirit from the Epistle to the Galatians consists of 1) 
love; 2) joy; 3) peace; 4) patience; 5) kindness; 6) goodness; 
7) faithfulness; 8) gentleness; and 9) self-control. To mea-
sure this, participants were asked to evaluate the degree to 
which they experienced each of the nine fruits of the Spirit 
through a uniform five-point Likert scale (maximum score: 
45). Lastly, Hills P and Argyle M’s Oxford Happiness Ques-
tionnaire was used24 to measure the level of happiness of 
participants (maximum score: 174). 
SUBGROUP DETERMINATION (QUANTITATIVE) 
Korean Protestants are highly religious in terms of the fre-
quency of attending church, praying, and reading the 
Bible.25 However, the Korean American Christian churches 
are loose and inclusive; with people who go to church regu-
larly, some who are deeply religious, and others who do not 
have a daily spiritual relationship.26 In order to investigate 
study questions, it was necessary to segment participants 
into subgroups for comparison based on their level of belief 
and level of church participation. 
The sample of 23 was intentionally divided into specific 
three subgroups, based on a 15-minute screening question-
naire (quantitative component) assessing strength of belief 
and level of church participation, with high-active believers 
assigned as Group 1, inactive/low-active members who still 
have high-level belief assigned as Group 2, and one low-lev-
el believer assigned as Group 3. Then, Group 3 was excluded 
from the analysis. 
A participant who answered “undecided,” “disagree,” or 
“strongly disagree” for either Question 6. Do you believe in 
the existence of God? or Question 7. Do you believe Jesus 
died on the cross for man’s sin and rose from the dead three 
days later? was put into low-level believers (Group 3). Par-
ticipants who answered “yes” for Question 16-2. Are you 
currently in leadership position at K church? were assigned 
to Group 1 and otherwise (answered “no”), were assigned 
to Group 2. To ensure that inactive/low-active members in 
Group 2 are also reported high levels of belief, all partic-
ipants’ religious strength was measured in the screening 
questionnaire using four measurement constructs: belief, 
practice, nine fruits of the Spirit, and happiness (Table 3). 
The refusal rate of those approached to participate was 
15.4% (4/26). Participants were recruited until both Group 1 
and 2 had a minimum of 10 participants for comparability, 
with the final distribution of these two groups at almost 
equal numbers. Participants were recruited via purposive 
and snowball sampling. Because belief in this case is related 
to a Protestant Christian church, criteria for level of belief 
were based on specific tenets of church belief. 12 partici-
pants were placed in Group 1, 10 in Group 2, and just 1 in 
Group 3. 
IN-DEPTH INTERVIEWS (QUALITATIVE) 
Following group selection, all respondents were adminis-
tered a semi-structured qualitative interview (qualitative 
component). To minimize risk related to discomfort, gen-
eral terms were only used such as “emotional well-being” 
or “undesirable habit” to ask related questions instead of 
specific terms such as “depression” or “gambling.” All in-
terviews were audio recorded. Korean was mainly used but 
English was also used interchangeably, if necessary. The to-
tal duration of interviews including the time for a screening 
questionnaire ranged from 30 to 101 minutes, with an aver-
age time of 61 minutes. 
ANALYSIS (QUALITATIVE) 
After interviews were completed, a total of 22 original Kore-
an transcripts (excluding one low-level believer from Group 
3) with no personal identifiers as a unit of analysis were 
entered into a QSR NVivo software file (QSR International, 
Pty, Ltd) and coded in a two-step process: 1) an initial code-
book with basic codes derived from the research questions 
(deductive); and 2) codes that were subsequently added 
based on new information or categories of information un-
covered during analysis of the interview transcripts (induc-
tive). The coded text was then analyzed for common themes 
within each code and across codes. Important code seg-
ments and findings were then translated to English by the 
lead author for inclusion in this paper. 
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Table 4. Sample characteristics 
Demographics Overall (except Group 3): no = 22 Group 1: n1 = 12 Group 2: n2 = 10 
Age (year) 
   24–29 
   30–35 
   36–41 














   Male 








   U.S. citizen 
   Permanent resident 











   Alone 
   With parents 
   With single parent 
   With friends 

















   Single 
   Girlfriend/Boyfriend 










*Note: In the legal status section, the term “alien” describes a person who is neither a permanent resident nor a U.S. citizen. Resident alien and nonresident alien are defined depend-
ing on the duration of living in the U.S.: resident alien (> 5 years), nonresident alien (< 5 years). 
RESULTS 
DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION (QUANTITATIVE) 
Table 4 includes demographic information about age, gen-
der, legal status, living arrangement, and relationship sta-
tus collected from screening questionnaire. In general, 82% 
(18/22) were single, defined as not married or having no 
girlfriend/boyfriend. There were common characteristics of 
legal status and living arrangement in Group 1—all (12/12) 
were citizens of the U.S. and 67% (8/12) lived with their par-
ents. All of Group 1 participants were 1.5 generation immi-
grants who came to the U.S. as children or adolescents with 
their first-generation parents. On the other hand, Group 2 
participants were far more diverse with respect to legal sta-
tus and living arrangements. 
For all groups, as a rough proxy measure of emotional 
well-being, the construct of happiness was highlighted. 
This was measured using the Oxford Happiness Question-
naire, which consisted of 29 items endorsed on a uniform 
six-point Likert scale.24 The sum of the 29 item scores was 
the overall measure of happiness. 
The screening questionnaire’s quantitative results indi-
cate that the average scores for belief and happiness were 
slightly higher in Group 1, and the average scores for nine 
fruits of the Spirit was similar between Group 1 and Group 
2 (Table 3). This was expected to a certain degree; even 
though both groups included only strong believers, Group 1 
participants were current, active leaders at church who are 
supposed to demonstrate a deep devotion to God and have 
a positive influence on others. However, score differences 
for these two categories are minimal, so it is necessary to 
examine the smaller-than-expected difference through the 
qualitative analysis. Clearly, the practice average score for 
Group 1 was far greater than that for Group 2 because Group 
1 consisted of high-active members. 
EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING (QUALITATIVE) 
Research has showed that Korean Protestant church affil-
iation is positively associated to mental well-being for fe-
male Korean immigrants in general and for male Korean im-
migrants who hold a staff position (minister, elder, deacon, 
and exhorter).27 That study, however, was restricted to Ko-
rean adult family members, and those official staff posi-
tions are not available for young adults. Thus, it is worth 
finding out whether this association also applies to young 
adults. To find an answer our research question—whether a 
high level of participation in church activities is related to 
emotional well-being as well as improving performance at 
the workplace/school outside the church—participants an-
swered a number of questions. The interview responses in 
this respect were interesting and even counterintuitive. On-
ly four (4/22) of the participants answered that (for them) 
there was a positive relationship between time devotion 
to church and improvement of emotional well-being. All 
others (82%, 18/22) had negative or mixed feelings about 
the association between time dedication to church and im-
provement of emotional well-being. For example: 
“No, it’s not. I think it is more important to having a 
good mental attitude than spending time at church. So 
then, it would be great if I feel ‘I’m happy’ after serving 
church for [only] 1 hour, but it is not right I am forced to 
serve church for 8 hours. . . . So it is about quality than 
time dedication.” (Participant #15). 
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“No, ah no, no no. Ah, I don’t like it. Emotional well-
being could be worse. . . . Church is not only about 
praying for God—if it is, yes, but also about serving 
God with other people. Either at church and workplace, 
since there aren’t always good things about interacting 
with people, ah, I don’t think so. [We] could get [more] 
tired when spending more time [at church]. Haha.” 
(Participant #16). 
Interview responses like the above suggest that there 
are stressors associated with intense church participation 
that may actually reduce positive emotional well-being out-
comes. Young adults at Korean Presbyterian churches are 
highly encouraged to have positive thinking about the fu-
ture because they believe God controls everything all the 
time, so their fates lie in God’s hands as well. Thus, positive 
thinking was assumed to be strongly related to improved 
emotional well-being, so we asked them if they are worried 
or excited about their future. Regarding their futures, none 
of them expressed worry alone; more than half the partic-
ipants (55%, 12/22) were excited and not worried, and 32% 
of the participants (7/22) were both excited and worried. 
The remaining three felt neither excited nor worried be-
cause they would want to leave everything to God, and one 
of them said "God helps those who help themselves (Partic-
ipant #8)." Those who were excited about their future had 
more specific expectations from God: 
“Whenever I pray for my vision, help with studying, and 
my life, God gives me hope. . . . Whenever I pray that 
I’m not good at it and I want to give up, God keeps 
giving me assurance and hope, [and He tells me,] ‘Al-
though you think about yourself that way, I can make 
a marvelous thing if I’m with you and I will do great 
things through you.’ So whenever I’m praying and 
thinking about how God will use me in the future, my 
heart is fluttering. I look forward to it.” (Participant #6). 
Although the happiness scale was already used as a proxy 
measure in the screening questionnaire, participants were 
asked to the question “Are you mentally and physically 
healthy now? If so, why?” during the interview as a direct 
measure. Seven participants (7/22) answered that both were 
good. The other seven (7/22) answered that one was good 
but the other was moderate or bad, other seven (7/22) an-
swered that both were bad, and the remaining one (1/22) 
answered both were bad. This was consistent with earlier 
interview responses indicating that the connection between 
emotional well-being and church involvement was not 
found to be necessarily positive. Many participants ap-
peared to be living diligent lives and trying to manage their 
time to work or study and simultaneously live a religious 
life. This kind of effort and striving (i.e., strain) might con-
tribute to a belief that they are not in good mental or phys-
ical condition. However, everyone unanimously agreed that 
their belief in God would improve their mental and physical 
health: 
“Yes, because when I believe in God, I become very 
happy, and I smile a lot. It’s a happy smile—when I’m 
blessed with God’s grace, I visibly blossom because I’m 
so happy.” (Participant #3). 
Participants attended a Korean Presbyterian church in-
stead of an American church to avoid the problem of the 
language barrier, enjoy cultural familiarity, pursue comfort 
and fellowship and share warm affection with people who 
have the same ethnic roots, have an opportunity to serve 
God, make Korean friends, or find Korean future spouses. 
Thus, a key purpose of attachment to the Korean Presbyter-
ian church was that it provided a strong community spirit, 
so participants felt a great sense of belonging and thought 
"This is my community and this is my church" (Participant 
13). Marrying Korean Christians was also seen as enhancing 
psychological stability for participants: the results of the 
screening questionnaire indicated that 86% (19/22) pre-
ferred or accepted only Korean people when choosing a 
boyfriend or girlfriend as a potential member of their family 
in the future, 86% (19/22) preferred or accepted only Korean 
people when choosing a partner for marriage, and 86% (19/
22) accepted only Christians (the other three preferred 
Christians) when choosing a partner for marriage. Not sur-
prisingly, the Korean American Christian church highly en-
courages its members to marry Christians.26 Other motiva-
tions connected to this preference are reported in the liter-
ature. For example, working-class, Korean American, evan-
gelical women have expressed a desire to use Christianity as 
a way to spiritually transform their husbands into more re-
sponsible, committed family men.28 In the in-depth inter-
views, all respondents revealed that they wanted to find a 
future spouse at church, either from their home church or 
other churches. In contrast to this expressed desire, howev-
er, 77% (17/22) said that they had not prayed for their fu-
ture spouse seriously or for a long time because other prayer 
requests typically predominated, and they wanted to leave 
this matter to God. One participant even stated that she 
prayed for herself, not for a future spouse: 
“I don’t pray for my future spouse. I pray for myself. 
I think God already selected my perfect spouse at the 
beginning of the world. Because we didn’t pray for our 
parents. We didn’t pray, ‘God, give me this type of par-
ent.’ It’s given by Him, right? Just like God already se-
lected our parents, God already selected my spouse 
when He made me. Thus, I don’t have to pray for my 
spouse anymore. God made a perfect person because 
He knows me very well. The problem is me. Even if He 
sends a very good person to me, I may meet him late or 
meet him when I have no capacity to accept him. I pray 
for myself to become a wise wife and wise mom. And I 
pray that I would like to be obedient to that person [(my 
husband)].” (Participant #3). 
Importantly, not all respondents liked every aspect of 
the Korean church. Although currently attending Korean 
church, 23% (5/22) did not mind attending either a Korean 
or American church. One participant pointed out that Ko-
rean churches (while Christian) are also rooted in Confu-
cianism and are too conservative, requiring, for example, an 
obligatory written pledge about not drinking alcohol, or not 
travelling or dating with the same small group church mem-
bers. Confucianism has been seen as a justification for the 
contemporary patriarchal structure and inequality between 
the gender and age groups among Korean Christians,29,30 
though Koreans’ belief in God challenges the Confucian-
influenced, hierarchical structure of the church’s authori-
ty.26 Yet, even though this particular respondent preferred 
The effects of spiritual experience and church commitment among South Korean young adult immigrants in the United States:...
Journal of Global Health Reports 7
an American church because of these restrictions, he began 
attending Korean church mainly because he missed Korean 
people: 
“Korean people—I’d only been attending American 
church and only been working, then I began missing 
Korean people so much. It doesn’t mean I like Korean 
church better. I still think American church is better 
than Korean church. [American church] is more open 
[and flexible] and gives more help. I’m not much of a 
fan of Korean church because Confucianism has been 
too much grained into it. But still, there are Korean 
people there.” (Participant #8). 
WORK (OR SCHOOL) PERFORMANCE FOR GROUP 1 
(QUALITATIVE) 
Work (or school) performance was considered as a single 
variable for participants’ main business in life; most of 
them were workers, while some of them were students. To 
answer all research questions further, participants in Group 
1 answered specific questions about their leadership expe-
riences at K church and performance at their workplaces 
(schools). These particular questions were only asked of 
Group 1 members because they were the group that had 
leadership roles (There was one exception for participant 
#6 from Group 2, who actively used to serve church as a 
leader in the past, in order to ask about the change of re-
ligious lifestyle between the past and the present). First, 
participants were asked about the most dedicated, enthu-
siastic moment among their church leadership experiences 
to see how they balanced their daily life between work (or 
school) performance and church involvement at that time. 
Two (2/12) answered that moment is “right now.” To mea-
sure their most dedicated moments as a proxy, participants 
were asked the maximum number of church visits and max-
imum hours of church work per week they ever had. These 
varied depending on the kinds of leadership positions the 
participants held. Here are two examples: 
“These days, the average time I go to bed is 2–3 a.m. I 
sometimes work on [the preparation of Bible study] by 
3 a.m. [Normally,] I begin at 8–9 p.m. and keep working 
until 2 a.m.” (Participant #5). 
“I think it [(most dedicated moment)] was during the 
first half of last year. . . . When I prepared street mis-
sions and missionary work, . . . during March and July . 
. . I went to church 4-5 times per week. . . . . But I can’t 
do it just like that anymore. To be honest, I was able to 
do that because I was unemployed at that time.” (Par-
ticipant #14). 
Significant amounts of physical time and mental ener-
gy—the most dedicated time commitment for church that 
each of them was capable of—were used during their most 
dedicated period of time (moment); however, only three (3/
12) said they would like to return to that moment. Many 
participants implied they would want to devote to the cur-
rent moment the maximum passion they had for church, 
rather than spending the same maximum amount of physi-
cal church activities. All participants in Group 1 seemed to 
learn various lessons—about their personality, time man-
agement, or relationship with God—from their maximum 
dedication for church: 
“If I did it [(church work)] again [just like that moment], 
I would rather spend more time for myself. . . . I would 
desire to live a balanced life. . . . [At that moment,] I 
was only at church and did church work too hard. . . 
. I have personality that I’m not satisfied with other’s 
work. [Because of my personality,] there were many 
things that I started over or did it alone. . . . If I served 
the same duty [just like that moment], I would be better 
at distributing roles to others.” (Participant #12). 
“Rather than going back to that moment [(most enthu-
siastic moment)], I will just try to know more [about 
God] every day? I can’t always be like that [(most en-
thusiastic moment)]. And I gather that, and I think I 
have to try to be closer [to God] every day.” (Participant 
#16). 
Group 1 participants self-evaluated the level of satisfac-
tion for their performance at workplaces (or schools). Eight 
(8/12) were satisfied, two (2/12) were moderate, and the re-
maining two (2/12) were unsatisfied. Peer evaluation from 
church members and co-workers for participants could have 
provided objective assessment, but that was not the pur-
pose of this study. Regardless of their actual performance, 
it was focused on how participants emotionally think about 
their life in which work and church leadership coexist. Par-
ticipants were asked about the level of satisfaction for their 
performance and time management with regard to both 
working and church activities. Only four participants (4/12) 
provided positive answers, either doing great for both, or 
working on it. All others (67%, 8/12) mentioned that church 
activities at least slightly impact on their work, especially 
complaining of physical fatigue: 
“Well, because I’m fatigued physically [due to church 
activities], it may negatively affect [on my work].” (Par-
ticipant #11). 
“I’m tired on Mondays. I was sick last Monday, so I 
couldn’t go to work. Since I serve church all day long, 
for 9 hours without even resting on Sundays, my body 
breaks down and it interrupts my work.” (Participant 
#16). 
This is highly consistent with previous responses de-
scribing the strains and stressors associated with high levels 
of church involvement. Yet, although many participants 
suffer from time management problems between work (or 
study) and church activities, everyone (12/12) strongly 
agreed that high-level religiosity and responsibility as a 
church leader are a good motivation to work (or study) hard 
outside of the church. Two participants who even felt that 
their work was tedious (due to more than 10 years of work-
ing in the same area) highlighted their devotion to church 
as giving them mental strength and as a way to maintain 
motivation at the work that was given by God: 
“I’m more mentally alert when I get busier [at work-
place]. I get tense [positively] if there is a lot of church 
work as well as many personal lives [at the same time].” 
(Participant #3). 
“I do the best because basically, this job is provided by 
God. This thought and my work ethics come from my 
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religiosity. All of my co-workers know that I’m a Chris-
tian. So, as a Christian, I have a mind that I would like 
to be a good model to them. Thus, I’m trying to work 
harder.” (Participant #13). 
Then Group 1 participants were asked what they would 
have done if they had not devoted themselves to leadership 
positions at K church. Would the opportunity cost be high? 
Almost all of them (11/12) responded that they would have 
spent more time on non-church activities, such as hanging 
out with friends, dating, being with family, volunteering 
at organizations, travelling, enjoying oneself to the fullest, 
eating, resting, sleeping, watching useless stuff, shopping, 
or doing professional development. It appeared that they 
were ultimately pleased to spend valuable time by serving 
church as church leaders because they believed these non-
church activities would never be more precious than their 
responsibilities at church. The remaining one participant 
felt the lack of getting closer to God because she had to 
spend too much time to dealing with administrative work 
and showing responsibility as a church leader: 
“Then I would’ve rather focused more on worshiping, 
praying, and developing relationship with God because 
there are many administrative works as serving church. 
I [also] have responsibility to be the first to come and 
be the last to leave [church] and do something when no 
one does. . . . My time is limited to have one-to-one, 
alive relationship with God.” (Participant #11). 
Did participants think it is still good to be church leaders 
even if it negatively affects their work (or school) perfor-
mance? In the same vein, everyone in Group 1 unanimously 
said “Yes” without any hesitation. Why do participants sac-
rifice a great deal of time on church activities? Can they fo-
cus more on their work or studies to become more compet-
itive at the workplace or at school? Here is one answer to 
this question: 
“If I hadn’t served the church, [my grades] could’ve 
been better than they are. But when I think of the past 
[when I only concentrated on studying], spiritually, I 
wasn’t very happy. . . . Spiritually, I wasn’t fulfilled. Al-
though I’ve barely been passing [my classes], it is im-
portant to live a religious life for emotional well-being, 
spiritual health, and a long-term career.” (Participant 
#6). 
WORK (OR SCHOOL) PERFORMANCE FOR GROUP 2 
(QUALITATIVE) 
Participants in Group 2 answered specific questions about 
their attitude toward church and performance at the work-
place (or school). They were asked if there was a time con-
flict that prevented them from attending church every Sun-
day. The original expectation was that the participants in 
Group 2 were very busy, but this was not the case. All Group 
2 participants said that they avoided the time conflict by 
rescheduling their work plans, finishing work faster, or fin-
ishing school classes: 
“Ah—there was a lot of time conflict, but not now. I 
couldn’t go to church because of work. I had to follow 
wherever my boss went, and work was also hard. 
There’s no situation like that anymore. If I don’t want 
to work, I don’t have to work, and if I want to take a 
break, I can take a break [on Sundays].” (Participant #7). 
Along these lines, it was assumed going in to the study 
that one of the main reasons that Group 2 participants were 
not in leadership positions at K church was that they were 
occupied with their work (or study). They were asked what 
they would do if there were 48 hours in a day. Surprisingly, 
no one clearly answered that they would want to get more 
involved in church activities. It appeared that they had nev-
er imagined about doubled-hours in a day. Almost all of 
them said that they would want to meet more friends to 
overcome loneliness, do some meaningful things, focus 
more on work, or do volunteer work. One participant shared 
an interesting thought on this point: 
“48 hours a day? I don’t think people can’t do church 
work well just because of time conflicts. It is just an ex-
cuse. Even though there’s no time, people date some-
one when their eyes are sparkling [(a euphemism for 
being in love)]. I think it would be problem even if 
we were given too much time. Twenty-four hours are 
enough for me. God has designed [a day] as follows: 8 
hours for sleeping, 8 hours for working, and 8 hours for 
playing.” (Participant #4). 
Like Group 1 participants, Group 2 participants also self-
evaluated their performance at their workplaces (or 
schools). Because they did not have leadership roles at K 
church and had enough time to concentrate on their work 
(or studies), it was expected that the performance at their 
workplaces (or schools) would be better than Group 1’s was. 
The majority of them (8/10) did say they were satisfied with 
their work (or school) performance, but interestingly, they 
did not want to work more than necessary: 
“I’m doing well. But I’m not trying to do it better. . . . 
[This job is] not right for me.” (Participant #18). 
“I think I’m doing well responsibly. [But] whatever I’m 
given, I’m not all over the board. Let’s say that I’m given 
1, 2, 3. Then, I don’t do 1, 2, 3, 4, 5. But instead, my per-
sonality is to precisely finish 1, 2, 3 that are requested.” 
(Participant #22). 
These responses were consistent with their reasons for 
not becoming more involved in church activities. How are 
participants feeling about focusing more on their work than 
on church? It was expected that they felt the burden of not 
being able to participate in church activities. However, none 
of them felt guilty about that and, rather, they were satis-
fied with their current lives. 
“Guiltiness… I feel no guilty about having less time in-
side of the church, but I feel guilty about having no per-
sonal, individual time with God.” (Participant #21). 
During interviews, one of the common reasons why 
Group 2 participants did not join a leadership role at church 
was unexpected: it was due to their relatively older ages. 
They felt the burden and difficulty in assimilating into the 
mainstream of the young adult group. 
“Ugh… it is about the age… to be honest, I think the 
core of young adult group are 20s. If it were 10-15 years 
ago, I would’ve been more involved in [church activi-
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ties]. In fact, as a senior, I don’t feel like to be proactive. 
I think it is Korean custom.” (Participant #17). 
“To be honest, now I’m old, so I think younger people 
should do [church activities]. Because I have no [more] 
enough time to be in the [young adult] group, and I feel 
like stepping back. . . . Because younger people will stay 
in the [young adult] group longer [than me].” (Partici-
pant #19). 
As immigrants, Group 2 participants had faced struggles 
to obtain permanent residency and did not have enough 
time or mental energy to look for Jesus or dedicate signifi-
cant amounts of time serving the church and others: 
“I feel neither guilty nor comfortable. I’ve gone through 
an ordeal as an immigrant in the U.S. Someone says 
people find Jesus when they have trouble. I couldn’t 
even look for Jesus when my life was so tough. . . . I’d 
only exercised [(actual physical exercise)] in South Ko-
rea and came here through exercise. I learned a lan-
guage for the first time, went through some very hard 
steps, and earned $600 in the first month, and now I’m 
here. I really appreciate [the present and God] that I can 
work and earn money for what I’ve worked to achieve as 
an immigrant.” (Participant #7). 
DISCUSSION 
SMALL SAMPLE SIZE FROM ONE CHURCH 
It was not likely that the non-random sample size of total 
participants for analysis, 22, was enough to reach data sat-
uration for each of the two groups. In addition, collecting 
these data drawn from only one church may not produce 
a generalizable conclusion. However, given the fact that 
this topic has been understudied, insights generated from 
this pilot data will help guide future studies and method-
ology development. A larger study to further test multiple 
research questions with many variables in the interview 
would merit consideration. 
EXCLUSION OF SENSITIVE QUESTIONS 
A challenge this study faced was maintaining research 
ethics and responsibility. Because the recruitment of partic-
ipants was limited to a single church, there was a relative-
ly high risk of a breach of confidentiality. Participants were 
supposed to be asked about their histories of emotional 
well-being or undesirable habits in greater detail and obtain 
honest opinions about K church. Such detailed questions 
about participants’ lifestyle habits and experiences could 
bear negatively on them and potentially affect their reputa-
tions or employability. Thus, the following sensitive ques-
tions about private and personal experiences during the IRB 
process were excluded: 1. Did you suffer from psychological 
and emotional problems, such as depression? If so, have you 
ever talked with a psychiatrist and received psychotherapy? 
How did you overcome the problem? 2. Do you regret being 
a leader at K church? 3. Do you still have a bad habit that 
is not sanctioned by Protestantism, such as drinking, smok-
ing, gambling, or any other trivial thing? 
Although only attenuated questions regarding emotional 
well-being or bad habits were allowed, it was still possible 
to identify linkages between strong religious beliefs and 
improvement of emotional well-being or avoidance of bad 
habits. 
POTENTIAL BIAS 
Another challenging situation regarding bias was that the 
recruitment process was shaped in part by the lead author’s 
intuition as to whether a potential participant was a strong 
believer. To offset that bias, a structured Likert scale instru-
ment was used. However, it was not easy to measure lev-
els of belief objectively; even if screening questionnaire and 
in-depth interview questions were designed to gauge par-
ticipants’ present states, some of them may have been too 
modest or humble or thought they had a long way to go be-
fore becoming strong believers. Assigning the selected par-
ticipants to one of the two groups was also challenging. All 
of them were in unique situations in their religious lives, 
so it was difficult to treat them with a dichotomous clas-
sification such as “high-active believer” and “inactive be-
liever.” Because most of the participants had already joined 
or served on a team at K church, it was an ambiguous dis-
tinction to assign some participants to Group 2 just because 
they were not currently in leadership positions. 
CONCLUSIONS 
Both Group 1 and Group 2 contained strong believers, and 
the screening questionnaire proved that the level of belief, 
nine fruits of Spirit, and happiness were not much different 
between Group 1 and Group 2. Since Group 1 consists of 
high-active members, the level of practice in Group 1 was 
much higher than that in Group 2. Group 1 had adjusted 
successfully to the American culture as a 1.5 or second gen-
eration because they obtained U.S. citizenship and lived a 
steady life with their family, whereas Group 2 had no com-
mon characteristics of legal status and living arrangement. 
While Group 2 had mostly been focusing on their livelihood, 
Group 1 had additionally been serving church and others. 
Group 1 participants liked to express their strong religious 
beliefs by dedicating themselves to church work through 
their leadership roles, even if this negatively affected their 
work (or school) performance. Some of them did not mind 
going to bed late to put their calling into action and carry-
ing out their responsibility as church leaders to the full ex-
tent of their capability. However, it is a preliminary but im-
portant finding that the majority of Group 1 had negative or 
mixed feelings about the improvement of emotional well-
being through church activities. Nonetheless, all of them 
thought it was good to be a church leader because hav-
ing a strong religious belief motivated them to exert posi-
tive influence on people around them at workplace. Mean-
while, Group 2 participants did not feel the necessity of do-
ing church work to prove their religiosity because they be-
lieved they could worship God anywhere, anytime in their 
daily lives. Almost all of them were satisfied with their cur-
rent life and still preferred leisure time. 
There was no guarantee that time dedication for church 
would improve Group 1’s work (or school) performance be-
cause they were suffering from a time conflict between work 
and church activities and could not focus their energy on 
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one thing. However, there was no doubt that their strong 
belief was a prime motivation to work or study harder as 
well as the main factor in developing their emotional well-
being—though in fact many reported a negative association 
between intense church involvement and at least some as-
pects of emotional well-being. 
Marrying a Korean Christian was a very important goal 
for participants to maintain religious belief and emotional 
well-being in the near future, so attending Korean church 
offered a potential benefit with respect to finding a partner. 
In addition, having a positive attitude and reason for work-
ing or studying always came from their strong spiritual be-
liefs, which were directly linked with their strong emotional 
well-being. 
Three findings are particularly important, though pre-
liminary. One is that intense involvement in church activ-
ities in itself is not necessarily linked to positive emotion-
al well-being. In fact, for the majority of those participants 
reporting intense activity, it is a source of strain and stress 
with a negative impact on work (or school) performance. 
Second, for those participants who were not very involved 
in church activities yet reported a high level of belief, the 
reasons for lack of participation were generally not related 
to lack of time due to work or study, but to personal choice 
based on a view that sustaining their level of belief did not 
require substantial church participation, and that they pre-
ferred to spend that extra time on leisure, social activities, 
and meeting people. In addition, age was a sensitive issue 
for those who were relatively older in Group 2, leading them 
to feel reluctant to join a leadership role at church. Third, 
a consistent factor across Groups 1 and 2 was that level of 
belief appeared to be more important in relation to posi-
tive emotional well-being and work (or school) performance 
than participation. Group 3, consisting of the sole low-level 
believer, was screened and excluded in the data analysis be-
cause all participants should be strong believers. 
This study can serve as a guide to further research on 
specific factors potentially associated with emotional well-
being and social adjustment for Koreans, as well as other 
immigrants. Specifically, insights from this study shed light 
on potential elements of religious belief and practice that 
are related to emotional well-being and work (or school) 
outcomes, and on the range of reasons that individuals par-
ticipate in church. As noted earlier, there may be some link-
ages between the demographics of Group 1 and Group 2 
participants that influence level of participation in church 
activities, but there are not enough data from this study to 
support any conclusions on that issue. 
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